Key Worker Housing, Welfare Reform and the New Spatial Policy in England by Raco, Mike
www.ssoar.info
Key Worker Housing, Welfare Reform and the New
Spatial Policy in England
Raco, Mike
Postprint / Postprint
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article
Zur Verfügung gestellt in Kooperation mit / provided in cooperation with:
www.peerproject.eu
Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Raco, M. (2008). Key Worker Housing, Welfare Reform and the New Spatial Policy in England. Regional Studies,
42(5), 737-751. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343400701543280
Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter dem "PEER Licence Agreement zur
Verfügung" gestellt. Nähere Auskünfte zum PEER-Projekt finden
Sie hier: http://www.peerproject.eu Gewährt wird ein nicht
exklusives, nicht übertragbares, persönliches und beschränktes
Recht auf Nutzung dieses Dokuments. Dieses Dokument
ist ausschließlich für den persönlichen, nicht-kommerziellen
Gebrauch bestimmt. Auf sämtlichen Kopien dieses Dokuments
müssen alle Urheberrechtshinweise und sonstigen Hinweise
auf gesetzlichen Schutz beibehalten werden. Sie dürfen dieses
Dokument nicht in irgendeiner Weise abändern, noch dürfen
Sie dieses Dokument für öffentliche oder kommerzielle Zwecke
vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, aufführen, vertreiben oder
anderweitig nutzen.
Mit der Verwendung dieses Dokuments erkennen Sie die
Nutzungsbedingungen an.
Terms of use:
This document is made available under the "PEER Licence
Agreement ". For more Information regarding the PEER-project
see: http://www.peerproject.eu This document is solely intended
for your personal, non-commercial use.All of the copies of
this documents must retain all copyright information and other
information regarding legal protection. You are not allowed to alter
this document in any way, to copy it for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the document in public, to perform, distribute
or otherwise use the document in public.
By using this particular document, you accept the above-stated
conditions of use.
Diese Version ist zitierbar unter / This version is citable under:
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-133363
For Peer Review Only
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Worker Housing, Welfare Reform and the New Spatial 
Policy in England 
 
 
Journal: Regional Studies 
Manuscript ID: CRES-2006-0136.R2 
Manuscript Type: Main Section 
JEL codes: 
R58 - Regional Development Policy < R5 - Regional Government 
Analysis < R - Urban, Rural, and Regional Economics 
Keywords: spatial policy, social policy, housing, key workers, competitiveness 
  
 
 
 
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cres Email: regional.studies@fm.ru.nl
Regional Studies
For Peer Review Only
 1 
Key Worker Housing, Welfare Reform and the New Spatial 
Policy in England 
 
 
By  
 
 
Mike Raco 
Department of Geography 
King’s College London 
The Strand 
London, WC2R 2LS 
Email: mike.raco@kcl.ac.uk 
 
 
February 2007 
Page 1 of 31
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cres Email: regional.studies@fm.ru.nl
Regional Studies
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review Only
 2 
Abstract 
Under the Labour government the character of spatial policy in England has been subject to 
significant change.  The emphasis has increasingly been on spatial policy as an active social 
policy. This paper uses the example of public sector key worker housing programmes in 
England to exemplify and analyse the character of these changes.  It argues that the new 
approach also contains an explicit recognition that social policies can and should be re-
oriented towards the wider objectives of accumulation and competitiveness and this has 
broader implications for the organisation and character of the welfare state. 
 
Key Words: Spatial Policy, Social Policy, Housing, Key Workers, Competitiveness 
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 3 
Introduction 
The form and character of British spatial policy has undergone significant changes since the 
late 1970s.  The Keynesian principles of direct state intervention in the economy have given 
way to a new set of concerns with the competitiveness of autonomous places and the firms 
and entrepreneurs within them.  These philosophies, established under the Thatcher and 
Major governments of the 1980s and 1990s, have been extended and expanded since 1997 by a 
Labour administration that has increasingly focused on the ‘needs’ of producers within the 
economy and how their productivity and competitiveness can best be supported (see Brown, 
2006).  As a part of this reconceptualisation of the objectives and the means of spatial policy, 
there has also been a growing focus on the broader social and environmental contexts in 
which economic development is taking place.  The concept of sustainability, for example, has 
become more prevalent during the 2000s with its emphasis on the provision of ‘quality 
environments’ and the availability and accessibility of the means of social consumption for a 
broad range of social groups (se  While et al, 2004; Whitehead, 2006).  It is increasingly argued 
that in the more ‘competitive’ regions of the country the lack of available housing and 
growing supply-side pressures on other infrastructure and welfare services is beginning to 
undermine both the competitiveness of producers and the longer-term economic and social 
sustainability of communities.  Spatial policy’s role is to identify such pressures and use a 
variety of policy initiatives to tackle them. 
 
This paper draws on two inter-related research projects to examine the implementation and 
politics of a significant spatial policy initiative that has emerged during the 2000s, namely  
housing support for so-called ‘key workers’.  It assesses the aims and objectives of such 
programmes and the extent to which they reflect and reproduce recent changes in the core 
rationalities and priorities of spatial policy and their relationship to broader questions 
concerning state regulation and competitiveness policy.  The conceptualisation of the ‘key 
worker’, it argues, draws on particular interpretations about what it is that makes a place 
‘competitive’, whose presence is necessary for the socio-economic sustainability of a region, 
and the relationships between modes of production and social consumption.  During the 
2000s key worker definitions have reflected practical concerns over issues such as changing 
labour market conditions, the quality and sustainability of welfare services such as health and 
education, and the supply of available and affordable housing.  They have also reflected 
politically constructed imaginations concerning the value of particular types of work and workers 
to the competitiveness of places.  As such the emergence of key worker support is indicative 
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 4 
of how welfare and social policies are being re-configured in new ways to support new forms 
of economic competitiveness and growth in the name of sustainability and sustainable 
community-building.   
 
The paper begins by outlining some of the core debates surrounding the changing 
rationalities of spatial policy in the UK and the nature of the shift towards sustainability and 
welfare-consumption based agendas.  It then turns to the government’s KW housing 
programmes in London and the South East.  It begins by outlining the programmes that have 
been introduced and their influence on housing and public service labour markets.  It then 
explores their rationalities, objectives and characteristics before assessing their wider impacts 
and social, economic, and political implications.  Collectively, the paper argues such 
programmes exemplify the ways in which spatial policy under the Labour government has 
primarily become a new field of active social policy (cf. Cochrane, 2003; 2006).   
 
Social Policy, Collective Consumption and the New Spatial Policy  
During the 1990s it became increasingly difficult to identify a set of direct policy initiatives 
that could be characterised as a ‘spatial policy’.  With the waning of the post-war settlement, 
and its concern with the ordered national and regional distribution of industry and labour, 
spatial policy interventions became increasingly fragmented and un co-ordinated (see 
Brenner, 2003).  Under the Thatcher governments of the 1980s, the whole concept of ‘spatial 
planning’ became discredited and its legitimacy was undermined (see Allmendinger and 
Tewdwr-Jones, 2006).  The introduction of the Single Regeneration Budget and the re-
drawing of the Regional Selective Assistance map under the Major administration of the mid 
1990s represented a new, more flexible approach to area-based initiatives and this trend was 
mirrored during the first years of the Labour government in which numerous policy 
initiatives and projects were launched (see Imrie and Raco, 2003).   
  
However, during the 2000s there has been a clear shift in emphasis with spatial policy and 
planning once again becoming a key stated priority of government.  Some identifiable trends 
in this new spatial policy thinking have also emerged.  First, there has been a new focus on 
the mobility and attraction of particular socio-economic groups.  Under the influence of authors 
such as Richard Florida’s (2004), policy interventions at national, regional, and local scales 
have become increasingly concerned with the presence and availability of highly skilled, 
young, professional workers (see Peck, 2005).  It is argued that such workers not only play a 
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 5 
necessary role in generating new forms of economic growth and dynamism but also help 
foster new political cultures of openness, tolerance, and creativity.  It is also argued, however, 
that these highly skilled individuals are scarce and possess a relatively high degree of 
mobility making them increasingly difficult to attract and retain (see The Economist, 2006a; 
2006b).  One of the core objectives for emerging spatial policy is, therefore, to enhance the 
attractiveness of places to such workers in order to influence their locational decisions. 
 
A second related trend in policy thinking concerns the broader shift in focus towards new 
forms of sustainability and broader questions over the availability of collective consumption, 
liveability, and quality of life.  The current policy emphasis on creating ‘sustainable 
communities’ ostensibly reflects more holistic approaches to regional and urban planning 
(see Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2004; Pacione, 2004).  The new priorities concentrate 
on the creation of liveable, balanced places in which the quality of life enjoyed by residents is 
relatively high and is supported by broad range of public and private services.  Place-making 
and community-building have become the new buzzwords of policy thinking (see CABE, 
2006; DCMS, 2006).  These have been ostensibly supported by a range of new initiatives 
including the Sustainable Communities: Building For the Future Plan launched in 2003 (ODPM, 
20031), a new series of Planning Policy Statements to re-focus the planning system, (including 
the publication of Planning Policy Statement 1: Planning for Sustainable Development (ODPM, 
2004a)), and programmes such as the Mixed Communities Initiative (ODPM, 2005) and 
Section 106 agreements in which local authorities are empowered to negotiate for significant 
planning gains from private sector developers.  
 
Taken together, the new spatial policy therefore has to be conceptualised in rather different 
terms from the redistributive policy frameworks that were established after the war.  As 
Cochrane (2003) argues, it now consists of an active social policy principally developed in and 
through changes to wider welfare state programmes and agendas.  This involves a broader 
shift in emphasis in state policy and regulation from the provision of direct support to 
producers, primarily in Development Areas, to a broader concern with how the conditions for 
economic competitiveness can be sustained and enhanced through welfare policy interventions 
in fields such as housing, skills development, and health service provision.  New forms of 
capitalist accumulation are perceived to be dependent upon the existence of functioning and 
productive labour markets, communities, and social services. Moreover, this provision needs 
                                                 
1
 
1
 The DCLG assumed the functions of the now defunct Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) in May 
2006. 
Page 5 of 31
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cres Email: regional.studies@fm.ru.nl
Regional Studies
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review Only
 6 
to be available to a sufficient spectrum of citizens and workers in order to enable social 
consumption and reproduction to take place in a manner that sustains new forms economic 
of economic dynamism. 
 
This re-characterisation of spatial policy as an active social policy has significant political 
implications.  It requires that new processes of selection are established in which the ‘needs’ 
of different social groups are identified and their mobility and fixity channelled so that the 
right people are located in the right places, at the right times to support and reproduce the 
economic competitiveness of places and regions.  The emphasis is not only on the presence 
and/or absence of private sector entrepreneurs and the ‘creative class’ but also on the broader 
operation of public services and the location and distribution of appropriately skilled workers 
to sustain those services.  Spatial policy becomes explicitly concerned with the creation of 
spatial fixes in which the n eds of production and social reproduction are brought together 
and met in place or ‘institutional sites at which place and space intersect’ (Peck, 1996: p.16).  
In many ways the implementation of recent programmes such as the Sustainable 
Communities Plan (ODPM, 2003) reflect a new era of spatial policy, one concerned with 
limiting or controlling the effects of economic growth and engaging directly with the 
relationships between production and consumption (see While et al, 2004).  This qualitative 
shift in spatial policy thinking, in turn, involves a greater concern with the location and 
accessibility of labour and the relationships between where people (and workers) live and 
welfare service provision and competitiveness.   
 
And yet, despite the emergence of these new rationalities and ways of thinking about spatial 
policy, its priorities, and its objectives, there remain significant unanswered questions about 
its implementation and wider significance.  To date, the Sustai able Communities Plan 
remains more of a set of imagined aspiration rather than a clear programme of action.  
Development agencies at different scales are unsure about how to change their own priorities 
and ways of working in order to meet the new priorities (see Raco, 2007a).  At the same time 
the new spatial policy raises political dilemmas.  In many ways the new agendas invert old 
spatial policy priorities by focusing on the needs of areas such as Greater London and the 
South East in which growth pressures are most acute and where there is greatest pressure on 
social and environmental resources (see While et al, 2004).  It is in such places that the need 
for social policy interventions in order to sustain economic competitiveness and community-
building is greatest.  This has obvious implications for spatial and social justice.   
Page 6 of 31
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cres Email: regional.studies@fm.ru.nl
Regional Studies
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review Only
 7 
 
In addition, the new focus on workers as both the subjects and the objects of policy raises a 
series of questions about policy priorities and outcomes.  Which workers and citizens, for 
example, are essential to the competitiveness of sustainable places?  How should they be 
defined and how should their mobility (and fixity) be influenced by policy?  The process of 
selection and support for particular groups in the name of ‘sustainability’ or ‘spatial policy’ is 
potentially divisive and involves the differential treatment of different groups of more and 
less ‘valuable’ workers and citizens.  The new approach also contains an explicit recognition 
that social policies can and should be re-oriented towards the wider objectives of 
accumulation and competitiveness and this has broader implications for the organisation, 
form and character of the welfare state. 
 
It is in this wider context that key worker housing policies have been re-introduced in the 
fast-growing regions of London, the South East, and the East of England.  The remainder of 
the paper examines the aims, objectives, and rationalities of the new programmes and the 
wider politics that have surrounded their introduction and expansion.  The discussion 
illuminates broader debates over: imaginations of what it is that makes a place ‘competitive’ 
and ‘sustainable’; the links between economic competitiveness and the availability of social 
consumption assets, such as housing; the new politics and rationalities of spatial 
development; and changing modes of welfare entitlement and state selection.  The research 
material used in this paper comes from a range of sources and was collected during the 
period 2004-2006.  The first stage of data collection involved the research and analysis of 
documents and records from archival sources, including UK government records such as the 
National Archives in London. Subsequent archival research examined the minutes and 
records of organisations involved in key worker housing policy-making and delivery, the 
policy frameworks themselves, relevant speeches and policy statements, and other sources of 
qualitative evidence.  These were supplemented by twenty semi-structured interviews with 
policy officials, civil servants, workers representatives, and other actors involved in the 
development and delivery of key worker and spatial policy.  Interviewees were selected from 
key sectors/organisations including the Department of Communities and Local Government, 
a range of Trade Unions representatives, including the Trades Union Congress, 
representatives of development agencies and local authorities in London and the South East 
of England. 
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The re-emergence of the key worker and the changing character of spatial policy 
The mobilisation of ‘key workers’ (KWs) within spatial policy is nothing new.  The 
Distribution of Industry Act 1945, for example, extended wartime labour market measures and 
gave grants to certain KWs to facilitate their movement from the South and East of England 
to the Development Areas of the North and West (see Raco, 2006; 2007b).  These KWs were 
primarily private sector managers or those in specialised and skilled manufacturing 
professions whose presence or absence in particular places was seen as critical to the 
effectiveness of development programmes.  Overall, the experiences of post-war KW policies 
were indicative of the wider limitations of regional policy.  There were significant difficulties 
in defining exactly who constituted a KW and policy implementation was often erratic and 
poorly thought through.  There was also much local opposition to the diversion of housing 
and welfare resources away from existing local communities to workers who were already 
reasonably well paid and had steady employment.  There was also widespread fraud, 
confusion, and mis-management, a problem compounded by inter-governmental arguments 
over the role, legitimacy and effectiveness of KW support projects (see Raco, 2007b: pp.47-76).  
KW support remained a minor part of regional policy until the Thatcher reforms of 1979-1982, 
when it was abolished. 
 
However, during the 2000s the discourse of the KW has re-emerged within spatial policy, not 
in response to the demands of migrating employers but as a vehicle for ensuring that through 
the presence of KWs, public sector labour markets could function effectively and that welfare 
and social services, and therefore place competitiveness and ‘sustainability’, could be 
sustained and enhanced.  By the early 2000s it had become increasingly clear to the Labour 
government that spatial imbalances and inequalities were beginning to have a significant 
impact on the UK’s strongest-performing regions and the national economy more generally.  
The growth in employment, households, and incomes in London and the South East has 
fuelled new levels of demand for social infrastructure such as housing and transport.  The 
supply of housing has not kept pace with these demands with low cost or affordable housing, 
in particular becoming less and less available to a growing range of workers.  For example, 
during the 2000s around 25,000 new homes for rent have been built annually by Housing 
Associations but 50,000 homes have been lost through the government’s Right to Buy scheme 
in which local authority housing is sold off to tenants.  Between 1999-2004 household growth 
in the UK has consistently outpaced housing unit growth by 59,000 per year and the Barker 
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 9 
Review in 2004 showed that 14,000 fewer houses were built in London and the South East 
between 1996-2001 than the government’s target figure (Barker, 2004; see figure 1).  In 2005, 
house-building rates were at their lowest in England since 1924 at a time when economic 
growth was pushing up demand for a range of housing. 
 
Figure 1: Annualised Housing Targets for England, 1996-2001 
 Current RPG 
Target (per 
annum) 
1996-2001 
Household 
Projections 
(average annual 
increase) 
Average past 
completions 1996-
2001 
Difference 
between RPG 
target and current 
completion rate 
London 23,000 25,200 13,396 -9,604 
South East 28,000 35,600 23,680 -4,320 
Eastern 20,850 23,600 18,987 -1,863 
North East 5,321 3,800 6,995 1,674 
Yorks. & Humber 14,675 12,000 14,041 -634 
North West 12,790 12,600 18,652 5,862 
West Midlands 16,100 12,200 14,137 -1,963 
East Midlands 13,700 15,200 14,680 980 
South West 20,200 21,200 16,390 -3,810 
     
England  154,726 161,400 140,958 -13,768 
(Source: Environmental Audit Committee, 2005: p.7) 
 
The net effect of these trends has been that affordable housing for a range of social groups has 
become increasingly scarce.  Those on low and moderate incomes have found it increasingly 
difficult to provide for their social needs through the market and this had had significant 
effects on the sustainability of local and regional labour markets and the provision of welfare 
services.  This has coincided with growing inequalities in pay rates between those working in 
highly rewarded sectors of the private and public sectors and those in lower paid and 
increasingly insecure occupations2.  These inequalities are particularly stark for female 
workers who earn 18% less than their male counterparts (and 40% less in part time 
employment), many of whom are in the public sector where they make up 64% of the 
workforce (Mulholland, 2005).  
 
For the public sector in particular the consequences of these tightening housing markets has 
been severe.  In London in 2001 the Greater London Authority reported that that each of the 
                                                 
2 Government figures show that public sector employment has become increasingly important to 
economic growth, both directly and indirectly with 650,000 jobs created between 1997-2004 (Philpott, 
2005).  Whilst overall, public pay has increased during this time, this growth has also been matched by 
growing inequalities with contracted out staff bearing the cost-saving reforms.   
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 10 
city’s public sector services ‘had a clearly identified recruitment and retention problem, which is 
severely undermining service delivery’ (2001: p.2).  Some schools in the capital were reporting an 
annual staff turnover of 30% and other ‘essential’ public services such as transport companies 
were reporting turnovers in excess of 70%.  In addition, the contracting out of public sector 
jobs to private sector agencies has been expanding leaving many lower skilled public sector 
workers vulnerable to reductions in their pay and working conditions at the same time that 
housing prices had been rising and the availability of any type of housing has become 
increasingly scarce.  The short-term threats to the social and economic stability of London and 
South East were, therefore, becoming apparent.   
 
During the same period, these development pressures were helping to generate a new 
regional politics that differed markedly from that of earlier decades.  For much of the post-
war period the strongest advocates of a coherent spatial policy were public, private sector 
and Trade Union actors in the Development Areas (see Law, 1980).  Yet, during the 2000s, it 
has been voices in London and the South East that have been calling for more interventionist 
and expansive spatial development programmes.  The Greater London Assembly, for example, 
now forcefully argues that,  
 
‘if London is to maintain its relative competitiveness and attract the required labour not only must 
transport be improved to make commuting easier but the large scale addition of affordable housing 
must also be addressed’ (2001: p.25).   
 
Its development arm, the London Development Agency, has also called for spatial policy to 
become more focused on increased housing provision to ‘promote the most effective use of the 
available labour force…[and] addressing both the location and other key characteristics of residential 
development’ (LDA, 2001: p.25).  Such calls were part of an emerging regional consensus that 
argued that so-called ‘privileged areas’ have not received enough in the way of direct spatial 
policy investment (see SEEDA, 2004; LDA, 2004).   
 
The London branch of the National Housing Federation summed up this new regional 
agenda by claiming that ‘in order to function properly a World Class city needs to be able to house 
people on a wide range of incomes’ (2004: p.3).  This has been echoed in the Mayor of London’s 
call for national government to ‘give back’ some of the net money paid to the UK Treasury as 
the city as London: 
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‘generates more wealth than any other region in the country, contributes more to national finances, 
and makes a unique contribution to the nation’s prosperity.  Sustaining London’s progress has to be a 
national priority’ (Livingstone, 2004: p.3). 
 
Policy makers and advocates of KW housing support have increasingly cited the example of 
Aspen in Colorado where, during the 1990s, house price inflation made it more and more 
difficult for public sector labour markets to function effectively.  The city’s economic and 
social sustainability was effectively being undermined and it required a major housing and 
social infrastructure investment programme by the state and city authorities to remedy its 
problems.  Aspen came to represent ‘a stark warning as to what could happen in the UK, and 
in particular London, if nothing is done to create housing for Key workers’ (Salman, 2002: 
p.1)3.   
 
By the year 2000 a new focus for spatial policy had, therefore, emerged based not on the 
direct support of producers but the broadening of access to social and collective consumption, 
particularly housing.  The emergence of KW housing support initiatives both reflects and 
reproduces some of these broader changes and the paper now looks at the new programmes 
in detail before addressing some of the broader questions that they raise.   
 
The Return of the Key Worker - From the Starter Homes Initiative to the Key Worker Living 
Programme  
The government’s first KW programme, the Starter Homes Initiative (SHI) in 1999, targeted a 
small group of public sector workers in London and the South East.  The SHI comprised of 
two strands.  First, it provided £230million to Housing Associations to encourage the building 
of KW homes under shared ownership schemes.  Approximately 8,000 homes were offered 
under the scheme in this way.  Second, with a total budget of £20million, it provided £10,000 
                                                 
3
 The ski resort of Aspen in Colorado became a much used exemplar that acted as ‘Rapid growth in the 
city during the 1990s caused average property prices to soar to ‘twelve times the national average, until 
70% of all private housing was being used as vacation homes’ (Salman, 2002: p.1).  It was feared that the 
place would become ‘dysfunctional’ as it not only lacked community facilities and social infrastructure 
but also was losing its status as an attractive venue for holidaymakers, thereby undermining its longer 
term competitiveness.  The response from the City and State authorities was to develop radical 
measures through a series of strong and well-resourced Aspen Area Community Plans in the late 1990s 
and 2000s (see AACP, 2000)3.  The scheme has been seen as a success and the community has become 
more balanced and functional, with a wider range of citizens and workers co-present, although some of 
the structural problems of market inflation are still causing difficulties and the costs of the scheme are 
being born by taxpayers outside of the City.  It has become a cause celebre for policy-makers and activists 
and is cited not only for its alleged parallels with fast-growing areas of the UK but also because it 
exemplifies what can be achieved once the ‘problem’ of an unbalanced community is recognised and 
tackled through coherent (and expensive) state investment programmes.   
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interest-free loans to KWs in the health, education, and policing sectors that could be used to 
purchase property (see Weaver, 2001).  However, as interviewed Department of Communities 
DCLG officers admitted, the SHI was plagued with difficulties from the outset.  It was not 
well conceived and there was great difficulty in identifying KWs and tackling the structural 
problems afflicting housing markets, particularly in relation to the lack of housing supply 
discussed above.  The offer of £10,000 was not enough to make a significant difference to 
claimants’ decisions and the emphasis on prioritising KW housing at the expense of other 
building programmes meant that it generated localised pockets of house-price inflation whilst 
doing little to tackle wider shortages.  It was poorly advertised and awareness amongst 
public and private sector players was limited.   
 
Despite its limitations the SHI did, however, surpass its original targets.  It was designed to 
assist 4,000 individuals but over four years it paid subsidies to 10,200, demonstrating a clear 
latent demand within the region’s housing and labour markets.  It was also popular with 
regional actors and local authorities across the South East who began to mobilise KWs as a 
housing ‘priority’ in a context where the wider politics of house-building was becoming 
increasingly fractured and tense (see Bramley and Leishman, 2005).  KW programmes could 
act as a ‘quick fix’ to the growing crisis in available and affordable housing in a political 
context in which the construction of housing has been locally unpopular.  As one DCLG 
officer noted in interview this political dividend from the KW focus of policy has made the 
policy popular “across Whitehall” and during the 2000s the issue of KW housing has become 
widely perceived as a core part of the funding architecture available for housing development 
and sustainable community-building.  
 
In 2004 the SHI was, therefore, replaced by a much more ambitious programme known as the 
Key Worker Living Programme (KWLP).  The KWLP assists KWs to purchase a property 
‘suitable for your household’s needs and within a reasonable travelling distance of your 
workplace’ (KWL.co.uk).  It consists of 2 principle elements: 
 
- ‘Homebuy’ – in which equity loans of £50-100,000 are provided to KWs to enable them to 
buy houses in the open market  
 
- New Build – in which KWs participate in shared ownership or reduced rental schemes for 
new homes built by Registered Social Landlords 
 
The two elements are somewhat different in that the first provides direct support to KWs to 
enter the housing market.  There is no provision for any increases in the supply of property.  
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Instead, the purpose of Homebuy support is to enable KWs to become home owners, thereby, 
it is argued, increasing the likelihood of a KW remaining in particular post in a particular 
place.  The wider effects on demand and house prices for other citizens are not considered.  
New Build, however, is presented as a vehicle for the construction of new affordable housing 
and a mechanism for the provision of housing to lower paid KWs and/or those unwilling or 
uninterested in purchasing a property.  The DCLG’s evaluation of the KWLP’s impacts show 
that between June 2004 and April 2005 3,413 individual transactions were aided by the 
Homebuy programme (Battye et al, 2006).  Of these 1,446 (42.4%) were in the South East, 1,262 
(36.9%) were in Greater London and 674 (19.7%) were in the East of England.  These figures 
represent approximately 1-1.2% of all house purchases during that period, with a calculated 
‘deadweight’ of homes that would been purchased anyway of just 0.5% of the total.  In 
relation to New Build 836 units were constructed during the same period, with 92% of them 
used for intermediate renting. 
 
The KWLP defines KWs in relation to tightly defined sectors and these are outlined in Figure 
2.   It aims to assist 35,000 KWs by 2010 and by the end of 2005, it had already provided 
grants to approximately 10,000 applicants.  Half of the KW support since 2004 has been spent 
on the construction of new houses, thereby having some effect on housing supply.   
 
Figure 2: Selection criteria for the Key Worker Living Programme 
Employment Sector 
Education* 
Criteria 
Work in Greater London publicly funded school; to unable to buy a 
suitable home for household needs; be permanent employees; legal 
UK residents; household income <£80,000/year.   
Health Must be a permanent NHS employee; household income 
<£60,000/year; priority for nurses, cancer services, diagnostic staff, 
mental health professionals, midwives, GPs in under-doctored 
areas, chiropodists, physiotherapists, arts therapists, paramedics, 
radiographers, pharmacists; all assistance dependent on priorities at 
Strategic Health Authority level according to local vacancies 
Police Police officers in post >6 months; only those in priority posts of 
communications officer, scientific support teams, crime analysts, 
station reception officers, civilian gaolers 
Prison Service Applications must be in one of the following disciplines: prison 
officer, nursing staff, operational support grades, industrials, or 
instruction officers. In addition applications must be working in 
identified institutions in London and the South East of England. 
Probation Service Permanently employed: senior probation officers, probation 
officers, probation service officers, trainee probation officers. 
Planners Those in London local authority planning offices from Level 1 to 
Level 1V 
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Social workers** Fully qualified social workers. 
Occupational 
therapists** 
Fully qualified occupational therapists 
Educational 
Psychologists** 
Fully qualified educational psychologists 
* = There are 2 related schemes, the London Challenge Key  Teacher Homebuy scheme and 
the Key Worker Homebuy 
** = local authority employed 
 
The KWLP is directed by the DCLG and it has taken a binary role of on the one hand 
overseeing the strategic dimensions of the programmes whilst at the same time taking on, 
what one respondent referred to as a ‘micro-management’ role in which civil servants involve 
themselves in day-to-day negotiations over particular projects.  The Key Worker Housing 
Branch of DCLG is responsible for the development and implementation of the KWLP and its 
priorities are reflected in the branch’s location in the Sustainable Communities Directorate of 
DCLG and the Affordable Housing Division.  Public service managers have been at the forefront 
of demands for their employees to be living within a short distance of their work.  
 
The KWLP is being implemented in three regions – the South East, London and the Eastern 
Region.  Within these there are 14 identified Action Zones in which DCLG identifies and 
works with local stakeholders and project managers.  These include individual employers, 
such as prisons and hospitals and local delivery agents such as Local Education Authorities 
and local Policing Boards.  In addition Zone Agents have been appointed to market the 
programme, administer the Homebuy element, and provide a one-stop-shop for workers 
(Battye, et al, 2006).  Their purpose is to act as a link between clients and providers and use 
their local knowledge to make policy implementation more effective in particular places.  The 
deployment of KW housing resources is conditional on Regional Housing Boards (RHBs) 
requesting the implementation of the programme in their area4.  Crucially, RHBs have to 
decide on their own priorities, of which KW housing is a part.  Their money is provided by 
DCLG on a rolling 2-year basis.  Where they ask for KW support, this money is directed away 
from other expenditure programmes so that the contestation over resources comes at the 
regional level where problems and priorities for action are established and determined.  As 
an DCLG officer stated, “it is not for us to say they should have KW support…it is up to them”. 
 
                                                 
4
 Regional Housing Boards were established as part of the Sustainable Communities Plan in 2003 to 
ensure that housing policies would be better integrated with the regional, spatial, transport, economic, 
and sustainable development strategies.  
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The role of the RHBs was outlined in letter written by Housing Minister Keith Hill to RHB 
Chairs in December 2005.  Whilst RHBs are implored to focus on ‘the use of funds within your 
region…and on the pattern of needs across these objectives’ (paragraph 3), clear targets for KW 
housing are laid down, along with associated funding.  The funding process for housing in 
England changed in 2004 with the merging of the existing Local Authority Housing 
Investment Programme and the Housing Corporation’s Approved Development Programme 
into a Single Housing Pot.  The resources in this Pot are allocated by Central Government to 
the RHBs and will increase from £2.5billion in 2005/06 to £2.625bill in 2006/07 and 
£2.912billion in 2007/08 (Hill, 2004).  KW housing has been granted an increasingly significant 
share of this wider allocation as, 
 
‘the government is committed to improving the quality of public services and provision of 
accommodation through Key Worker Living scheme remains a key part of the strategy for achieving 
this…it should address areas where there are recruitment and retention problems’ (paragraph 7). 
 
The minimum levels of funding that the government would ‘like’ the RHBs to allocate for 
KW housing in the London, South East and Eastern Regions are laid out in figure 3.  The 
South East RHB plans to spend 25% of its Housing Pot on KW housing in this period and 
other RHBs have similarly been allocating KWs increased provision (see South East RHB, 
2005a: p.2). 
 
Figure 3: Minimum levels of funding to be spent on the KWLP (£million) 
Region 2006/2007 2007/08 
East of England 31 32 
London 199 204 
South East 96 99 
(Source: Hill, 2004: paragraph 7). 
 
At the same time the budget for the KWLP has increased from £690million to £725million, 
reflecting the on-going nature of the KW problem and the programme’s increasingly high 
profile and branding. KWLP managers are increasingly using GIS technology to ‘map’ where 
employers are located and how this relates to the local housing demand.  The use of such 
technologies is indicative of a more resource-intensive and well-organised strategy as well as 
the wider spatial imaginations that underpin the programme.  DCLG are in the early stages of 
developing these forms of analysis and it is expected that they will inform the distribution of 
resources in future policy rounds.   
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The KWLP has therefore begun to have some effect on housing provision for public sector 
workers has become an increasingly important element of housing policy in London and the 
South East.   It is no longer a small-scale initiative but has taken on a high degree of practical 
and symbolic/political significance in a context where policies to deal with the lack of housing 
supply have been relatively ineffective.  It is indicative of the ways in which spatial policy has 
become an active social policy, in which broader concerns with issues such as the availability 
of housing and the efficient operation of other social-welfare services and their relation to 
place competitiveness have taken centre stage.  It involves new forms of selection and 
support that provide access to state resources on the basis that a particular individual’s skills 
and capacities are seen as essential to the functioning of public services and ultimately the 
competitiveness of particular places.  However, its development and implementation has met 
with some resistance and the remainder of the paper now focuses on the politics that has 
underpinned the new agendas. 
 
The politics of key worker housing  
The introduction of the KW support schemes has not been without controversy.  In many 
ways they have come to represent what Clarke (2005: p.459) defines as ‘a political project to 
manage the dynamics of homogeneity and heterogeneity; [and] to define what forms of 
diversity are recognised and how they are to be governed’.  Such political projects require 
specific ‘problems’ to be identified and addressed and boundaries of entitlement to be drawn 
between the included and the excluded.  This raises particular problems for worker 
representatives who are charged with the management of competing and contrasting claims 
between different sets of workers.  This section explores some of these emerging debates over 
KW policy and highlights the implications for the wider politics of spatial policy design and 
implementation. 
 
The first set of tensions relate to the broader rationalities underpinning the programme and 
the extent to which the identified ‘problem’ of KW shortages in the public sector can be 
traced, as the Labour government argues, to the issue of housing affordability.  As Buchan 
(2000) argues the recruitment (and retention) of public sector workers is a complex policy 
area.  Many of the problems faced by welfare service managers in the UK (and western 
Europe more generally) relate to the large-scale retirement of the ‘baby-boom’ generation of 
workers who were recruited during the period of welfare state expansion in the 1960s and 
1970s (see Education and Employment Select Committee, 2001).  Such workers now need 
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replacing.  In addition, rates of staff turnover can change frequently and for a variety of 
contextual reasons.  Some KWs, for example, see a public sector position as a useful, secure 
early career option but have little intention of staying in their profession in the longer term.  
Similarly, during periods of strong economic growth equivalent private sector wages tend to 
rise faster.  It is important to note that KW recruitment pressures have co-incided with a 
period of significant and consistent economic growth in the UK.  In short, the focus on 
housing affordability carries the danger of simplifying the KW ‘problem’ and breaking it up 
into manageable and definable units for action. 
 
Alongside some of these broader concerns, KW programmes have also generated significant 
political tensions in the ways in which they have been implemented.  Processes of KW 
definition have been particularly controversial.  The DCLG argues that decisions over 
definitions are always negotiated.  In the words of one DCLG interviewee, “everybody is a KW.  
We don’t define who a KW is but we work with stakeholders to identify who, in what circumstances 
needs assistance as a KW”.  DCLG sets the ‘framework’ for discussions around KW housing 
and identifies three key sectors, health, education, and community safety, that the 
government believes should be prioritised by local and regional policy makers.  In health 
care, for example, respondents argued that in the early 2000s London NHS managers called 
for KW assistance to be given to cancer specialists, owing to a particular shortage, a request 
that DCLG supported and implemented.  Similarly new Community Safety Officers have 
been identified by the Home Office as KW as an expanding area of recruitment.  As one 
DCLG officer remarked, “we get lobbied constantly to include new workers from TUs, government 
departments and everybody else…we’ve only got so much and we have to make decisions in 
consultation with others”.   
 
And yet other sources indicate that this process of ‘negotiation’ is heavily weighted towards 
the views and expectations of Central Government.  Committee Minutes reveal that regional 
bodies such as the South East RHB have started to consider the processes through which 
there could be ‘a broadening of the definition [of KW] to include other essential workers according to 
varying local circumstances’ (South East RHB, 2005b: p.2).  The government’s focus on KW, 
they argue, is inherently limiting and undermines the legitimacy of housing support for other 
non-KWs.  In addition, minutes of the Board Meetings of the London RHB show a growing 
unease over the ways in which the KWLP is skewing housing spending away from high need 
groups.  Investment in socially rented housing in London during the period 2004-2006 only 
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produced 10,000 socially rented homes, way below the target figure of 21,000.  This 46% 
development rate is below the 70% target laid out in the Mayor of London’s London Plan 
(Greater London Authority, 2004).  For those on the Board this lack of social housing 
construction was a direct ‘result of the Minister’s decision that additional investment in London was 
to be directed at key worker housing’ (London Housing Board, 2005: p.3).  Centrally-directed re-
prioritisation was criticised for its impacts on the city’s housing stock and for the limitations it 
has placed on the powers and decisions of regional actors. 
 
Others have also been critical of what they see as central government ‘interference’ in 
regional policy-making.  The South East Regional Housing Strategy 2006 Onwards (South East 
Regional Housing Board, 2006) explicitly criticises the KWLP arguing that it uses up 33% of 
the regions funding for affordable housing, a level that is ‘disproportionate to other needs within 
the region and means reduced allocations for other groups who are in similar or greater need’ (p.44).  
In order to ‘address better the needs of the region’ (p.45) more the Strategy calls for more 
evidence-based policy and a greater focus on the needs of a broader range of citizens.  It 
states that ‘a wider definition of key workers is needed to ensure the provision of essential local 
services and economic viability of housing market areas’ (p.46).  These debates over the rights and 
wrongs of KW housing betray a wider series of tensions over whose responsibility it should 
be to decide on KW (and non-KW) housing policy and whether this should be done at the 
national, regional or local scale. 
 
These tensions have also been evident in the processes though which particular worker-
citizens are ascribed with different needs, aspirations and socio-economic value.  For instance, 
KWLP assistance is only available to ‘permanent employees’, not to workers on flexible, 
short-term contracts.  For those involved in sectors such as education this has been 
institutionalised into a competitive, relational ‘points system’ that allocates points to 
particular types of worker (see Figure 4 for the example of the points system in the education 
sector).  However, across the public sector, the contracting-out of employment has changed 
the modus operandi of labour markets and has created a new class of non-permanent 
employees.  The KWLP’s restrictions therefore exclude contracted-out workers who are often 
in urgent need of housing assistance.  In some cases new micro-boundaries on inclusion and 
exclusion have been drawn within organisations. The Metropolitan Police, for instance, 
stipulate that its Station Officers are eligible for KW support with the exception of those in 
three London Police Stations in which front-desk work has been already contracted out.  For 
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DCLG project managers, the process of contracting out staff acts as an obvious, established 
principle of selection that can be justified, in the words of one interviewee because, 
 
“the essence of contracting out is that providers provide the service at a cheaper rate.  How they pay 
their staff and what assistance they give them with housing or transport costs is a matter for 
them…there is nothing that we can do about it.  It is a cost to be met by the private sector as a part of 
their contract.  Any interference from us would skew the competitive bidding process”. 
 
This ‘skewing’ of the competitive principle would mean, in effect, that public sector resources 
under schemes such as the KWLP would be used by private sector agencies to subsidise their 
costs.  The implementation of the new programmes only serves to exacerbate the existing 
differences between different workers. 
 
Figure 4: The Key Worker Living Programme: Qualification criteria for those in the education sector 
Under the KWLP assistance of up to £100,000 is available to those who are: 
• Teachers in Greater London 
• Unable to buy a home suitable for their household needs within a reasonable travel to work area of 
their employment 
• Permanent employees 
• Have indefinite leave to remain (excluding key workers from the EU) 
• Have household income that does not exceed £80,000 per annum 
• Sell their existing property if they own one 
• Work in a school that is in receipt of public funds 
 
In addition applicants must score a minimum of 7 points to qualify from the following: 
- Advanced Skills Teacher – 5 points 
- Teach First Grades – 5 points 
- Commissioner’s Teacher – 2 points 
- Fast Track Teachers – 2 points 
- Shortage subject teachers – 2 points 
- Head teacher, Deputy/Assistance Head teacher 
- Management/Leadership 
- Extra responsibilities 
- Challenging schools – 1-5 point depending on severity of problems 
 
Those not receiving enough points may still qualify for £50,000 Open Market Homebuy payments. 
Source: DCLG (2006) 
 
Beyond these questions of selection, KW support schemes have also sought to bring about 
other changes.  One implicit objective is to instil market values and a market-driven 
‘stakeholder politics’ into the governmentalities of KWs.  Rising house prices are presented as 
beneficial to individuals and the KWLP encourages workers to become consumers in the 
housing market – indeed, it offers a vision in which sustainable, active citizenship is closely 
tied to home ownership.  Aside from the broader effects such changes may have on KWs’ 
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perceptions of citizenship, there is also the potential of creating dependent relationships 
between KWs and their employment posts.  The KWLP requires KWs to remain in their jobs, 
otherwise they are subject to a process of ‘clawback’.  If they leave their occupation or their 
region they forfeit their right to KW assistance and have to repay the sum they have 
borrowed or the percentage of the value of their home that the equity loan purchased, 
whichever is the largest.  In the case of shared ownership the property must be purchased or 
the KW will be forced to leave (see Battye et al, 2006: p.22).  Clawback has only been 
introduced under the KWLP and is designed to reduce the flexibility of public sector KWs 
and lock individuals into dependent relationships with their work.  Employment is, therefore, 
being linked not only to remuneration through the payment of wages but also to a worker’s 
broader quality of life and access to the means of social consumption.  Over time this may 
alter the balance of the worker-employer relationship, with bargaining power being 
transferred to the latter.    
 
The attachment of state resources to KWs has also had an effect on the ways in which other 
actors, such as builders and developers operate.  In the absence of strong regional planning 
agencies, sustainable communities are to be constructed by private developers working in 
partnership with public sector organisations.  There is evidence that some developers are 
seeking to take advantage of the funding opportunities offered by the KWLP at the expense 
of non-KW, affordable housing.  The location and scale of house-building in the South East of 
England has become a fiercely contested political issue at the local and regional scale (see 
Pacione, 2004).  Despite the government’s emphasis on ‘balancing housing supply and 
demand’, the construction of new houses has generated significant levels of protest on 
environmental, social and economic grounds (see, for example, English Heritage, 2004) and 
rates of house building have remained relatively low.  As a number of interviewees admitted, 
constructing homes for KWs has been less controversial and has represented a mechanism 
through which developers and state agencies have been able to promote house building 
whilst limiting criticism.  As one KW project manager noted (emphasis added),  
 
“the type of people who are KWs are those who are seen as ‘good’ people.  For the mortgage companies 
and development industry they are safe bets with steady incomes and they are unlikely to lose their 
jobs.  For developers and planners they are good because they are popular with existing residents – you 
know they are ‘good’ people who deserve assistance and can help raise the profile of the neighbourhood 
– they are everybody’s idea of successful mixed housing and are a part of any community”. 
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In some cases, therefore, KWs have come to represent the politically-acceptable face of 
affordable housing in a context where developers and house builders are being forced to 
provide a greater mix of tenures in their developments.  By creating units for KWs, 
developers are able to claim that they are providing a broadly-defined form of ‘social 
housing’ and are doing their social duty by creating new spaces for citizens who are essential 
to the functioning of communities and places.  Other research has shown that there is a strong 
tendency for house purchasers to choose locations in which their neighbours possess similar 
class backgrounds and aspirations (see Butler and Robson, 2003; Savage, et al., 2005).  Selling 
developments on the basis that some of their lower-income residents will consist of 
professional KWs, is likely to improve their market value. 
 
On a broader canvass, DCLG respondents argued that thus far the KWLP had not generated 
significant regional tensions across the public sector.  As a DCLG officer commented in 
interview “the fact that it is the RHBs that request KW support and that the resources are not coming 
out of other budgets, there is lack of argument between regions”.  There was also some evidence 
that the programme is being considered in other regions where spatial inequalities have 
grown rapidly since the mid 1990s and public services in some parts of the country are 
coming under staff recruitment and retention pressure.  In some places outside of the East 
and South East local agencies are taking it upon themselves to build KW homes.  In Bath, for 
example, a local Housing Association has recently started selling off some of its expensive 
town flats in order to raise money for KW housing so that the community can become more 
balanced and functional (see Morris, 2005).  Such local initiatives provide evidence that the 
concept and delivery of KW policy looks set to remain high up the housing agenda. 
 
However, the spatial selection inherent in these KW schemes has not gone unchallenged.  The 
National Housing Federation (2005), amongst others, has increasingly argued that it is in 
rural areas across England, not just in the South East, that the problems of sustainable 
community building are most acute.  The Labour government’s unwillingness to restrict or 
disincentivise the purchasing of second homes, allied to restrictive rural planning and the 
polarised nature of rural labour markets has undermined the sustainability of many rural 
communities.  The Federation, along with others, now explicitly calls for an extension of the 
KWLP to make specific provision for rural workers as their absence both reflects and 
reproduces reductions in public service provision and community sustainability.  This spatial 
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selectivity in the programme reflects the long-standing tension in spatial policy concerning 
the drawing of boundaries and the inclusion and exclusion of particular areas.   
 
Key worker housing and the wider politics of state selection 
The principle of selectivity also creates problems for those who represent policy recipients.  
The national TUC, for example, is officially opposed to the concept of the KW and argues that 
rather than defining particular groups and supporting them through housing subsidies, more 
affordable, public sector housing should be made available for the benefit of all workers.  A 
representative commented in interview that,  
 
“the fundamental root of the KW debate is about housing and good quality and available pubic housing 
should be a right of all workers…the KWLP is just a sticking plaster what is required is more supply in 
the housing market”. 
 
Other Trade Union representatives were also critical.  One interviewee from the UK’s biggest 
TUs argued, 
 
“we simply do not accept the concept of the Key Worker for four reasons: it creates divisive definitional 
problems; vital jobs are excluded; it frames debates over housing and worker support; and it is based on 
a series of assumptions about what workers do”. 
 
Others highlighted the relatively arbitrary nature of KW selection and pointed to anomalies 
in which district nurses and teachers qualify for support but health care and teaching 
assistants do not even though their roles have become increasingly intertwined.  In addition 
some sets of workers, such as home care workers (who are often female) are so poorly paid 
that schemes to assist with the purchase of a house are unrealistic and potentially damaging if 
they are used to justify public-private sector pay differentials.  Other union representatives 
highlighted some of the practical problems that have beset the KWLP.  Implementation of the 
programme has been inherently divisive and this was causing feelings of resentment amongst 
workers excluded from assistance.  This was being compounded by a confusing diversity of 
information and mis-information surrounding complex questions in eligibility and 
accessibility and concerns over the transparency of the support being given to some groups of 
workers. 
 
However, this scepticism over KW policy was not shared by all TUs.  Some teaching unions 
representatives, for example, expressed qualified support for KW definitions and 
Page 22 of 31
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cres Email: regional.studies@fm.ru.nl
Regional Studies
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review Only
 23 
programmes.  In part this reflected an instrumental rationality, in that KW programmes could 
assist in the retention and recruitment of staff in the London area.  However, there was also a 
clear social/cultural rationale in that, in one respondent’s words,  
 
“when you become a teacher you have an expectation of good housing and that you will have a 
sufficient income for a good quality of living and a reasonable lifestyle…you need a place to relax and 
to go home and work…teachers need this in a way that other groups of workers do not, it is all about 
aspirations and teachers’ aspirations are higher than other groups and this needs to be reflected in 
government policy”. 
 
It was argued that without such support teachers, as skilled individuals, will find themselves 
other jobs, particularly in a context where the costs of housing have increased.  Owner 
occupation is still cited as a minimum requirement for teachers as “council housing is not what 
a teacher aspires to”.  Some of the teaching unions have, therefore, called for the programme to 
be extended, particularly at the top end of the scale for head teachers whose skills are needed 
in ‘problem’ areas such as inner cities and whose presence in such places the state should 
seek to support and encourage. 
 
What is of particular interest here is the way in which relational classifications of citizenship, 
underpinned by resource transfers between different groups, institutionalise and reinforce 
divisions between types of workers in different places.  Workers and worker representatives 
are asked to justify why their workers should be entitled to specific forms of support at the 
same time as others are excluded from it.  This political process of inclusion/exclusion has 
taken on both a social and spatial character with tensions arising over the different ‘needs’ of 
different classes of workers and different regional and local circumstances.  One teaching 
union representative for instance, noted that,  
 
“you just don’t get problems filling classes with classroom assistants or getting secretaries.  These 
people are local, they are happy with their lot and happy to do a local job, there’s never a problem filling 
vacancies.  For teachers coming into an area from outside it is a different story.  They expect and 
deserve a house of their own and their skills are needed in these localities”.   
 
In a context of increasingly scarce housing resources in the London area the relational 
divisions between different groups take on even more significance.  Low skilled, often part-
time workers are being ascribed with particular roles, needs and aspirations.  These, it is 
argued, are relationally different from those of more ‘professional’ citizens whose 
expectations and importance to the functioning of communities are greater.  It should also be 
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noted that problems of affordability also impact greatly on low skilled workers in the private 
sector. 
 
Within the interviews it was also noted that there were growing spatial divisions that were 
impacting on the efficiency of particular spatial economies and sustainable communities.  For 
example, London-based representatives of some TUs explicitly argued for extra provision to 
be made for London-based KWs.  As one local activist noted “it is simple – there simply is no 
cheap housing anywhere in London, period.  It is just not the same elsewhere and I’m delighted that 
something is being done about it”.  However, others noted that the issue of KW assistance was 
creating some tensions across the union movement, particularly in relation to the boundaries 
where KW programmes start and end.  As one interviewee noted “it is at the cliff edges that we 
have problems, with those on the wrong sides of the divide being unhappy about what London-based 
workers are getting”.  Others referred to the regional differences that were emerging over what 
was perceived as favouritism on the part of government to the issues affecting public sector 
workers in the capital.  In other ‘hotspots’ of development, such as North Yorkshire and some 
parts of the M4 corridor to the west of London the absence of KW support programme has 
been criticised for being unfair.  This is a particular problem for many public sector 
employers as many public sector workers are on nationally-agreed pay scales and are 
therefore potentially footloose, as they may have the option of taking up similar positions, 
with lower costs of collective consumption, elsewhere. 
 
Other interests, such as the business community in London and the South East have in 
general been supportive of the rolling out of the KWLP.  The CBI’s official policy on KW 
housing is that it represents a ‘key business issue’ and that labour markets are becoming 
increasingly uncompetitive and dysfunctional owing to a lack of housing supply.  Digby 
Jones (2005), the Director General, for example, told the CBI Congress in 2005 that, 
 
“I want a society where the lower-paid postal workers, nurses and teachers, especially south of 
Birmingham can afford a house.  They can’t at the moment…we are going to have people not being able 
to live in a home of their own in Great Britain”.  
 
This focus on the needs of lower paid, public sector workers is presented as a problem for the 
efficient functioning of businesses as public and private sector labour markets are 
fundamentally interrelated.  At the same time, it was further argued that, 
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“we are not going to be a place where overseas investors are going to want to invest.  We’ve always 
been the location of choice in Europe for the Boardrooms of Detroit, Tokyo, Johannesburg, Frankfurt, to 
create the wealth, pay tax, build schools and hospitals.  I want that to continue.  But if they can’t get 
the labour because there’s nowhere to live they won’t come”. 
 
 
The CBI’s focus however, is on a more holistic agenda in which the planning system is freed 
up and made less restrictive in order to allow the house-building industry to deliver all the 
homes required.  Notwithstanding the environmental tensions that such an agenda would 
create (see the Environment Agency, 2005) the expectation is that “the law of supply and demand 
will work” if government provides the right incentives and opportunities.  The apparent 
tensions involved in supporting market-based solutions, whilst at the same time backing 
direct public intervention through programmes such as the KWLP are not readily 
acknowledged.  Both the TUC and CBI do, however, see KW housing programmes as a short-
term solution for wider market and planning failing, even if the former also see the policy as 
part of a wider affordable housing programme.  
 
However, there is also evidence of growing disquiet over the potential knock-on effects of 
KW housing support for housing policy.  During the mid 2000s organisations such as 
Association of London Government were arguing that there needed to be a new balance 
between the needs of KWs and existing ‘social housing’ projects.  As one of its statements 
succinctly puts it,  
 
‘although we are seeing a welcome increase in government investment in housing, this is limited and 
mainly targeted at homeless households and certain public sector workers.  It is unlikely to make a 
significant difference to the average London worker’ (ALG, 2004a: p3.)  
 
Their own surveys of those involved in the social housing sector in London indicated, for 
example, that in many communities ‘there is a risk of key workers and those needing social housing 
being perceived as ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ respectively’ (ibid, p.5).  Because of this 
divisiveness, housing policy should therefore ‘prioritise social rented housing and increase the 
proportion of social rented rather than key worker homes’ (ALG, 2004b: p.2).   
 
In terms of the delivery of the KWLP there are also growing complaints that it helps those 
who are best able to help themselves.  Once again the ALG (2004b: p.3) argue that ‘the current 
definition of key workers is too narrow, and should be expanded to recognise the many groups of 
workers who find it hard to access housing’.  They go on to suggest that the scheme should be 
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linked to specific employment centres and a closer understanding of the needs and priorities 
of KWs.  Such criticisms echo those made by local authorities and communities in the post-
war Development Areas in which the legitimacy and ultimately the effectiveness of KW 
programmes became increasingly questioned (see Raco, 2006).  As the KWLP expands and is 
perceived to become more qualitatively and quantitatively important, so its political 
repercussions in fast-growing, target areas such as London and the South East can expect to 
become more significant. 
 
Overall, then the re-establishment of KW support programmes has been embedded within a 
changing wider politics of spatial development.  As programmes have become more 
substantive, in discursive and material terms, so debates at different scales and in different 
places have intensified and, in many ways, become more divisive.  This politics, in turn, 
exemplifies the wider proc sses inherent in the changing nature of spatial policy and the 
broader tensions associated with the principles and practices of selection.  It also raises 
questions over the future of spatial policy and it is to these that the conclusions now turn. 
 
Conclusions 
This paper has examined the discourses, rationalities, and politics surrounding the 
introduction of KW housing support in parts of England, within the context of the Labour 
government’s new spatial policy agendas.  It has argued that the new schemes reflect and 
reproduce broader changes in policy thinking and practice and involve a shift away from 
direct support to improve the productive capacities of firms within the regions to a greater 
concern with how forms of social consumption can be made available to the ‘right types’ of 
‘valuable’ workers and citizens.  In recent academic and policy writing much attention has 
been given to the ways in which social and spatial policy can influence the locational 
decisions of individual entrepreneurs and the so-called Creative Class (see for example, 
Florida, 2002; Peck, 2005).  However, this paper has argued that similar ways of thinking 
characterise policies towards other groups of workers in particular contexts, such as public 
sector key workers in fast-growing regions of England.  In the name of sustainability and 
sustainable community-building, new policies have been established to assist selected, 
defined groups of workers by providing with the means of social reproduction, a better 
quality of life, and access to housing in ways that meets their (relatively high) socio-economic 
aspirations. 
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As such, the paper has used the example of key worker policy debates and practices to 
exemplify the ways in which spatial policy has increasingly become a form of active social 
policy (cf. Cochrane, 2003) with areas of welfare, such as housing, becoming increasingly 
targeted towards broader development priorities and objectives.  This change in emphasis, 
the paper has suggested, has resulted from a combination of new imaginations about what 
makes a region competitive in the global economy (and/or creates a sustainable community), 
the structural constraints and pressures operating within labour and housing markets, and a 
new politics of spatial development in which globally ‘successful’ regions are demanding 
increases in infrastructure investment from national governments.  It has argued that KW 
housing programmes provide a heuristic vehicle in and through which some aspects of these 
broader changes can be examined and understood.   
 
There are also implications for broader conceptualisations of spatial policy that are currently 
popular in the planning, geography and regional studies literatures with their emphasis on 
state selectivity and spatial selection, premised upon the argument that ‘those places that 
support the basic structure of the state and its objectives are privileged in the accumulation 
strategy’ (Jones, 1997: p.849).  The paper has argued that the new agendas of selectivity do not 
represent a simple top-down exercise in which rationalities are developed by (nation) states 
and implemented in a thought through and strategic fashion.  The KW support programmes 
have, in large part, been forged in a reactive way, in response to political pressure from 
development agencies in fast-growing areas of the country, complaints from employers about 
skills shortages, criticisms from trade unions over the pay gaps between public and 
professional private sector workers, and more general criticisms over the failures of the 
planning system to ensure the adequate provision and accessibility of the means of social 
consumption.  The new spatial policy is, in part, about selecting favoured regions as the 
subjects and objects of broader, accumulation strategies.  But it is also concerned with 
mollifying the negative externalities and effects of such growth and the consistent failure on 
the part of post-war governments to invest sufficient resources in the public infrastructure of 
those same regions.  Indeed, the emergence of KW programmes makes clear the limitations of 
existing housing and planning policies that rely on the private sector and local quangos to 
build enough housing for the right groups of people in the right places, at the right times in 
order to meet the wider objectives of policy.  
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The paper has also highlighted the processes involved in governing these new selective forms 
of welfare provision and the complexities of defining and drawing boundaries of entitlement.  
It is clear that despite the ‘partnership’ nature of decision-making processes surrounding KW 
policy, Central Government, through DCLG, has played the most important role in shaping 
the priorities of local and regional actors.  Further research could look at how such processes 
operate, who it is that is selected as policy subjects and objects, and what such processes tell 
us about wider conceptions of citizenship and the ‘value’ of particular groups to sustainable 
community-building.  The paper has focused on public sector workers but similar themes and 
processes operate in relation to the private sector and which skills are deemed necessary to 
economic growth and sustainable community development and how such workers can be 
created or imported.  The analysis here has indicated that better organised and politically 
mobilised groups are able to re-shape the boundaries of welfare entitlement to their 
advantage.  A new politics of consumption, along these lines, has the potential to generate 
new forms of inequality in the future between those whose needs are well articulated and 
reflect broader policy ambitions and those whose who do not. 
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